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When is it time to seek 

professional support for 

anxiety issues?                            

 One of the most        

common symptoms 

of an anxiety disorder 

is excessive worrying. 

 Disproportionate to 

the events that                  

trigger it and typical-

ly occurs in response 

to normal, everyday 

situations.  

 The worrying occurs 

on most days for at 

least six months and 

be difficult to control. 

 Be severe & intrusive, 

making it difficult to 

concentrate and ac-

complish daily tasks. 

People under the age of 

65 are at the highest risk 

of generalized anxiety 

disorder, especially those 

who are single, have a 

lower socioeconomic        

status and have many life 

stressors, which having a 

child with special needs is 

a huge stressor. Many 

that have Autism also 

have generalized anxiety 

disorder as well. Talk to 

your doctor if you or your 

child have “red flags” for 

anxiety challenges. 
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Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) in Schools 

We wouldn’t exclude, humiliate or send a child home for making an 
academic error                                                                                          
However, when it comes to misbehavior, a typical response has been to 
punish or wait until the behavior escalates or occurs at a high rate or 
intensity before intervening. But this is changing. The direction of disci-
pline is moving from reactive, punitive and exclusive measures to more 
positive, proactive and preventative approaches. 

According to the National Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behav-
ioral Interventions and Support (PBIS) (www.pbis.org), over 21,000 schools 
(elementary, middle, high) across the nation are implementing PBIS. As a 
result of using the same methods for teaching academics to students for 
behavior, schools report a decrease in problem behavior, an increase in 
instructional time, an increase in perception of safety, more positive 
school and classroom environments and an increase in student achieve-
ment. Taking an instructional approach to behavior is much better than 
waiting for problems to occur. 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS)                                       
PBIS offers an alternative to traditional discipline methods. Evidence 
shows that harsh and punitive responses do not change behavior for the 
long term and may even contribute to the erosion of relationships be-
tween students and adults. Creating a positive climate and culture con-
tributes to parents, students and staff feeling happier about the school 
environment and strengthening the bond between teachers, students, and 
families 

PBIS is a framework schools use to organize behavior supports for stu-
dents. Much like the public health model, PBIS emphasizes prevention 
instead of waiting for problems to happen. The practices and programs 
range in intensity and duration depending on the level of behavior. 

Just like many health issues and diseases are preventable, there are 
many ways adults can prevent student problem behaviors.  Many students 
will respond to Tier 1 prevention strategies.  In fact, we expect 80% of 
students to be successful in Tier 1. Twenty percent of students will need 
additional support in the form of Tier 2 and Tier 3 supports. 

Tier 1                                                                                                               
To effectively implement PBIS, schools identify a team that is representa-
tive of the staff in the building to learn the steps. This team, with frequent 
input from their colleagues, students and families, create a school wide 
(Tier 1) PBIS plan. The first step the team takes is to establish 3-5 posi-
tively stated expectations or pillars. Some common expectations are “be 
responsible”, “be respectful”, “be kind” and “be safe.” 

Next, they identify a few “hotspots” throughout the school where misbe-

havior happens frequently. For example, teams may conclude that the 
hallways, cafeteria or playground are good places to start. They generally 
pick two locations to get “quick wins.” Lesson plans, or “cool tools”, are 
developed expected behaviors for each setting are explicitly taught to 
students. Students are taught what being respectful looks and sounds like 
in the classroom and non-classroom settings and then are provided op-
portunities practice. 

Every adult that interacts with students (i.e. nutrition services, transpor-
tation, custodians, teachers, para-educators) are trained on the specific 
effective practices. This way, no matter where students are, they are get-
ting consistent, predictable and positive messages. 

Students are acknowledged with specific positive feedback for showing 
the appropriate behavior.  Positive feedback is an essential component of 
PBIS. Some schools pair feedback with a ticket and students can turn in 
their tickets for drawings or save them up and spend them at a school 
store or exchange them for things like school dances, VIP seating at an 
assembly or a front of the lunch line pass. It is most effective that for 
every corrective statement, four positive statements must be given. This 
is referred to as the 4:1 ratio. 

Another essential element of PBIS is using data to make decisions. Instead 
of being driven by tradition, emotions, or convenience to staff, regularly 
collected data is summarized and reviewed by teams. The types of data 
teams review include office discipline referrals, suspensions, expulsions, 
attendance, grades and even school nurse referrals. Office discipline re-
ferrals can give teams more detailed information about the problem be-
havior happening in school. This is called looking at the “Big 5” data (how 
often, where, when, why and by whom). Drilling down allows precise prob-
lem identification and more effective problem solving. It is one thing to 
say “the sixth grade boys are unruly” – but much more actionable if we 
can create a statement with the specific information such as “between 
2:00 p.m. and 2:30 p.m. in the west hallway the sixth grade boys are using 
inappropriate language 15 – 20 times a day, motivated by peer attention.” 
Now the team can brainstorms solutions. 

Regular review of data allows teams to identify problems early, before 
they become chronic. It is much easier to address a low-level behavior 
than behaviors that have been practiced over time. 

It is expected that schools will take 2-4 years to fully implement their 
Tier 1 PBIS plan. Once a strong foundation is in place, the school begins to 
work on supports for students in need of more than what Tier 1 supports 
have to offer. In many cases, school teams are guided through the steps of 
the PBIS implementation process by an expert in the field either within 
their district or outside the district. 

http://www.pbis.org/


What Parents Need to Know when Disability 
Impacts Behavior and Discipline at School 

 
 A Brief Overview                                                            
Discussion about school-based discipline was 
pretty quiet during the pandemic. The topic is 
resurfacing as schools begin to reopen for in-
person instruction. Read on for information 
about student rights in Washington and what 
families need to know when behavior impedes 
learning and disability may be a factor. 

 Schools are required to provide education and support before resorting to discipline. This article 
includes resources and information to help families ensure that students receive best-practice ser-
vices and that disciplinary actions are non-discriminatory. 

If the school calls to send a child home due to behavior, parents can ask whether the student is being 
suspended. If the school is not taking formal disciplinary action, parents are not required to take a 
child home. If the action is a suspension, specific rules apply. Read on for more detail. PAVE also 
provides a video with information about what to do if the school wants to send a child home due to 
behavior. 

Families can seek individualized assistance by clicking “get help” from PAVE’s website, wapave.org. 

Read on for information about Procedural Safeguards, which are downloadable through the Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI), Washington’s lead educational agency. 
 
For Full Article: What Parent’s Need to Know When Disability Impacts Behavior and                           
Discipline at School.  

PAVE provides support, training, information and resources to em-
power and give voice to individuals, youth and families impacted by 
disabilities.  PAVE Contact Info1-800-5-PARENT pave@wapave.org  
https://wapave.org/ 

Tier 2 and Tier 3                                                                                                  
Just like with academics, some students will need more instructional 
support for social behavior skills. Advanced tiers (Tier 2 and Tier 3) offer 
students more practice and feedback. Students with mild to moderate 
problem behaviors such as being off task, talking out, difficulty getting 
along with others, or not following directions are good candidates for Tier 
2 supports. Some examples are the Behavior Education Program, a modi-
fication of Check-in/Check-out, social skills instruction, and homework 
club. A few students will still need very intensive support, or Tier 3, for 
chronic challenging behavior. Tier 3 supports include a functional behav-
ior assessment and behavior intervention plan and may involve a wrapa-
round or person-centered plan, as well. A professional with substantial 
behavioral expertise often provides the Tier 3 supports and services. 

Get Involved                                                                                                               
Ask your school if they have a PBIS plan. A fully implemented plan in-
volves family input and involvement and there are many other ways you 
can support PBIS.  For example, families can use the same expectations 
and apply them to home settings such as morning, homework and bed-
time routines. The common language and an instructional approach to 
behavior provide the much-needed consistency, predictability and posi-
tivity kids need across all learning, living and leisure settings. 

Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) in Schools by WA 
PAVE– Partnership for Action, Voices of Empowerment 

https://wapave.org/C:/Users/T.Wheeler-Thompson/Documents/Custom%20Office%20Templates
https://www.k12.wa.us/student-success/special-education/guidance-families-special-education-washington-state/parent-and-student-rights
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https://wapave.org/what-parents-need-to-know-when-disability-impacts-behavior-and-discipline-at-school/
https://wapave.org/
https://wapave.org/positive-behavioral-interventions-supports-pbis-schools/


The start of the new school year is exciting for most kids. 
But it also prompts a spike in anxiety: Even kids who are 
usually pretty easy-going get butterflies, and kids prone 
to anxiety get clingier and more nervous than usual. Par-
ents feel the pain, too: Leaving a crying child at preschool 
isn’t anyone’s idea of fun. And having to talk a panicked 
first grader onto the bus or out of the car at school can be 
a real test of your diplomatic skills. 

Kids who normally have a little trouble separating from 
mom and dad will see their anxiety peak during times of 
stress or transition, notes Rachel Busman, clinical psy-
chologist at the Child Mind Institute. The start of 
school may be especially challenging for kids who are 
entering a transition year, she adds — going into kinder-
garten, into middle school, to a new school. It can also be 
stressful if there’s a change in your child’s social support 
system — maybe a good friend has moved, or has a dif-
ferent teacher this year. 

For most kids the new-school-year worries will fade and 
the anxious behaviors will be transient, Dr. Busman adds. 
The goal for parents is to be supportive without exacer-
bating your child’s worries. Here are tips for helping 
nervous kids have a successful transition back to school.                                                                      

Take your own temperature                                          

For parents, the start of the year can be anxiety inducing, 
too, Dr. Busman notes. The pressure’s on you to reinstate 
routines after the summer break and arrange for new 
activities and schedules, not to speak of facing the re-
sumption of homework. 

Dr. Busman recommends taking your own temperature 
to make sure you’re not passing on stress to your 
kids. And to enable you to manage your own stress, she 
says, it’s important not to take on more commitments 
than the family can handle comfortably. “I think there’s a 
contagion effect that we have to be careful of,” she adds.                                                                                                                                                                    

Listen to worries                                    
When kids express anxiety about going back to school — 
a new teacher, increases in homework, making a team, a 
friend crisis — do listen seriously. 

Rather than dismissing these fears (“Nothing to be wor-
ried about! You’ll be fine!) listening to them and acknowl-
edging your child’s feelings will help him feel more se-
cure. And if he wants to, you can bolster his confidence 
by helping him strategize about how to handle things he’s 
concerned about. 

But keep in mind that kids often want to be able to talk 
about something they’re upset about without expecting 
you to fix them. Your job is validate their feelings (“I know 
that’s hard”) and demonstrate confidence that they can 
handle the situation. 

Don’t ask questions that suggest you expect kids to be 
anxious (“Are you worried about having Mr. Connelly for 
math?”) but check in with them in a more casual way. “It 
doesn’t have to be a half-hour discussion,” notes Dr. Bus-
man, “but in the car on the way to get a new backpack, 
you might ask “Do you know what you’re going to 
be learning in math this year?” Kids often say more when 
there is less pressure to “have a talk.”                                                                                                                            

Do some test runs                                              
If you anticipate that your child will be seriously nervous 
on the first day, it helps to give her time to get used to the 
new school or new classroom in advance. Go to the 
school several times before school starts, and do as 
much walking the halls as you can, to locate her class-
room, the lavatory, the cafeteria, the playground. Repeti-
tion is good; going by again just to ask a question at the 
office, or drop off a form, gives her more chances to get 
comfortable being there. 

If you can, introduce her to her teacher. Let her practice 
staying in the classroom a few minutes while you walk 
down the hall to drop off a note the nurse’s office. 

Even driving to the school on the weekend and having her 
practice getting out of the car at the drop-off point can 
help her get familiar with that routine. 

“Any opportunity for exposure, for repetition, for mastery 
is going to help her do what we call ‘coping ahead,’ ” Dr. 
Busman notes.                                                                                                                

Let someone know                                                                                                    

If your child needs extra support to make a successful 
transition, let someone at school know — his teacher, an 
aide, the school psychologist or the school nurse. You 
want to communicate that your child is looking forward to 
school and is excited — you’re sure he’ll be fine — but he 
will be much more comfortable if he can meet the teacher 
briefly and see the classroom before the crowded, chaotic 
first day, when all the other kids will be there. 

You’re not asking for a lot — just a little exposure that will 
set him up to succeed. And you’d like the staff to be alert 
to signs that he might need an assist.                                                                                       

Back to School Anxiety                                   

How to help kids manage worries and have a successful start to the school year 
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Arrange for a hand-off                                     
If you think your child will be reluctant to separate, it’s 
very helpful to have someone primed to meet and engage 
her when you arrive. The teacher may be too overwhelmed 
to pay special attention to your child, Dr. Busman notes, 
“but maybe she has a buddy in the class, or you could ask 
an aide, the nurse, the school psychologist, to plan for a 
handoff.” 

What you want that person to do is not to talk about or 
dwell on her anxiety, she explains, but to engage your 
child in some activity. Asking the child for help is a good 
way to do that — “Can you help me carry all the magnet 
tiles over to this bin?” 

Giving the child a role is transparent, Dr. Busman notes. 
“They’re not pretending the parents aren’t leaving, but 
they’re helping your child get involved in the classroom, be 
part of the community. Kids for the most part love to 
please adults and want to be part of the activity, so it can 
really help take their minds off anxiety.”                                                                                      

When separation problems persist  Leaving 

a child who is crying or whining at school is a tough thing 
for any parent to do. “But most kids are pretty resilient,” 
Dr. Busman notes, “and we don’t want to underestimate 
their ability to cope. Most kids recover quickly once mom 
or dad leaves.” 

If your child’s teacher reports that she bounces back and 
participates enthusiastically in activities during the day, 
the best way to help her get more confident about sepa-
rating from you is not worrying too much about her com-
plaints. 

“It’s not being a bad parent to ignore a little bit of whining 
or reluctance,” says Dr. Busman. “It will actually help a 
child move beyond it if you give more attention to things 
that you do want to see her do.” 

You want to give specific praise for brave behavior. For 
example, remind her you will be back to get her and tell 
her things like, “Great job coming to preschool today. 
When I pick you up I hope you’ll tell me something fun you 
did.” 

“The way we as adults interact and react is so important: a 
little bit of active ignoring, a little bit of positive attention 
and a lot of encouragement,” Dr. Busman notes. 

If kids continue to have full-blown separation problems, 
and fears that something bad will happen to their parents 
interfere with their ability to function in school, they 
should be evaluated by a mental health professional.                                                        

Stomachaches and headaches                                       

Anxiety about school sometimes takes the form of head-
aches and stomachaches in the morning that kids say 
make them too sick to go to school. If your child develops 

a pattern of these symptoms, it’s important to get your 
child checked out by a pediatrician; you don’t want to over-
look a medical problem. 

But if the pattern persists, going to school may be the 
problem. 

The most important thing a parent can do when kids resist 
going is to continue sending them to school anyway. This 
may be difficult, but if we allow children to avoid situations 
that make them anxious, we can inadvertently reinforce 
that those situations are indeed dangerous or scary. 

But if a child continues to complain about physical symp-
toms, it’s also important to investigate what might be 
causing anxiety. It could be sign of an anxiety disorder, or 
another problem at school. For instance: 

A child with OCD might avoid going to school because it’s 
hard for him to manage his anxiety there 
A child who’s been bullied may be afraid to go to school 
because his tormenters are there                                                                          
A child with separation anxiety might be afraid something 
terrible will happen to mom if they’re apart                                                
A child with an undiagnosed learning disorder might be 
avoiding shame and embarrassment                                                                  

School refusal                                                                          
When stomachaches and headaches and other reasons not 
to go to school — or to go late or leave early — become 
persistent, a child may have developed what’s 
called school refusal. 

“Everyone resists going to school once in a while, but 
school refusal is an extreme pattern of avoiding school 
that causes real problems for a child,” says Dr. Busman. 
School refusal is distinguished from normal avoidance by 
a number of factors: 

 How long a child has been avoiding school 

 How much distress she associates with attending 

school 

 How strongly she resists 

 How much her resistance is interfering with her (and 

her family’s) life 
If a child’s resistance to school is overwhelming and pro-
longed, she should be evaluated by a mental health pro-
fessional, and it’s good to proactive rather than waiting 
months for it to pass. “Unfortunately, the longer a child 
misses school, the harder it is to get back in the routine,” 
Dr. Busman notes, “because being absent reinforces the 
anxiety that is keeping her away.” 

By Caroline Miller  
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Island County  Parent to Parent                                                                      

Support & Resources for Special Needs                   

Families in Island County 

Tiffany Wheeler-Thompson ,Coordinator                                            

PO BOX 5000 Coupeville, WA  98239                                  

(360)632-7539 call/text                                                        

t.wheeler-thompson@islandcountwa.gov 

**Check us out on Facebook for up-to-date 

resources, information and activities **                                 

www.facebook.com/

islandcountyparent2parent 

We have resource guides on our website:                                                    

*Island County Parent to Parent Disability Resource Guide                                               

*Parent to Parent Autism Resource Guide                             

*Island County Behavioral Health Resource Guide.   

 https://www.islandcountywa.gov/Humanservices/Pages/

Parent-to-Parent.aspx 

Coffee & Conversations                                                
Casual Virtual  gatherings offered Daytime -                                        

1st Wednesday of the month. 11am-Noon  and Nighttime 

2nd Wednesday of the month.  6:30-7:30pm. Call/text/

email Tiffany with questions and to receive the Zoom link for 

the meetings. (360)632-7539                                                                                        

PAMI Padres Apoyando Motivando                    

Informando 
Grupo de apoyo en Español para familias de niños con nece-

sidades especiales.  Primer Martes de cada mes.                 

Laiza (787)529-6788  

Whidbey Functioning Autism Social Group 
We are an informal group that provides   support, infor-

mation and social fun for     individuals on the Autism Spec-

trum.  Contact Todd Brehmer fineart@whidbey.net  

People First Adults with disabilities that want to meet  
others with disabilities, build friendships, and promote inclu-

sion in their community.      Contact Call/text for more info 

(360)720-4918.                                                                             

Heritage Adventurers                                                           
A friendship group for 18 and over on  Whidbey Island meets 

for outings and events Sue Andrew at (360)321-5748                                                                                                

Flying Fingers   Deaf and Hard of Hearing Social. Con-
tact Susan for more details. (360)221-0383 

Accessible Communities Committee of  Island County Needs Your Input!  

  

Who we are: A sub-committee operating under the Governor's 

Committee on Disabilities tasked with helping our communities 

be more welcoming and inclusive for persons with disabilities. 

We're seeking self-advocates, family members, providers and 

community members to join our committee.  

Our mission: To identify barriers that people with disabilities, or at risk, experience while living or visit-

ing Camano and Whidbey Islands. Funds are available upon approval of project through the Governorõs 

Committee. We would love to hear your experiences and suggestions for future projects that would              

benefit our communities. See https://accessiblecommunities.wa.gov/  

 

When we meet: 3rd Wednesday of the month via Zoom 1:00-2:00pm 

 

Contact: Tiffany Wheeler-Thompson, Island County Parent to Parent Coordinator                                         

t.wheeler-thompson@islandcountywa.gov or call/text (360)632-7539. 

 

Examples of projects already approved and completed: 

Island Transit Bus Stop Seatsñmaking travel on the island more accessible to those that cannot stand 

for long periods of time or need a resting seat while waiting for their bus to arrive.                                        

Island County Behavioral Health Resource GuideñA comprehensive list of resources for behavioral 

health services and support in Island County and beyond. Primarily used for first responders on calls 

that could benefit from a list of resources and other residents in Island County. 

http://www.facebook.com/islandcountyparent2parent
http://www.facebook.com/islandcountyparent2parent
https://www.islandcountywa.gov/Humanservices/Pages/Parent-to-Parent.aspx
https://www.islandcountywa.gov/Humanservices/Pages/Parent-to-Parent.aspx

